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Economics degree enrolments are an issue of deep concern for Australian 
economists. The marked decline in enrolments became an alarming issue in 
the mid 1990s. As elsewhere, the drift of students away from economics has 
been triggered by more competitive electives coupled with more 
vocationally-driven students. This paper argues that unlike the American 
experience where economic degree enrolments have now staged a complete 
recovery from the decline in the 1990s the situation in Australia remains 
subdued. This is despite efforts by the Australian economics fraternity to 
devote resources into improving teaching practices in a bid to attract and 
retain students.                                                    
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John Siegfried’s surveys and updates (2000; 2001; 2004; 2006) of 
the changing trends in economic enrolments within America are always 
interesting reading for economists. Making sure that young minds engage 
the discipline is necessarily for its propagation. It is also an issue of self 
interest for, as J.K. Galbraith is alleged to have said, ‘Economics is a useful 
form of employment for economists’. Unlike the American experience 
where the number taking economics degrees has apparently rebounded the 
situation in Australia is not so good even though economists there, as in 
America, have made collective efforts to address the problem.  In short, the 
problem of student uninterest in studying economics has not been markedly 
reversed. It concurs with William Becker’s (2004) observation that the 
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problem of falling economic enrolments is a global dimension. In Australia 
the problem comes with some interesting developments. 
This paper dismisses the note of optimism sounded by Siegfreid and 
Round (2001) that enrolments in economics degrees in Australia were 
showing signs of recovery. There was, it is true, a slight recovery in 
enrolments from 1996 to 1998 but longer-run data for economics degree 
enrolments here finds that economics is still encountering difficulty 
attracting young minds. The scale and the significance of the decline in 
student numbers can be better understood when one briefly considers the 
recent history of university economics instruction in Australia. 
 
2. A POTTED HISTORY OF UNIVERSITY ECONOMICS 
INSTRUCTION IN AUSTRALIA 
There was once a time when economics degrees as distinct from 
economics majors were a premier and desirable qualification in Australia. 
The period between 1950 and 1980 was a golden age in terms of growth of 
the profession (Groenewegen and Macfarlane, 1990). The demand for 
micro and macroeconomic management meant a huge demand for 
economics expertise. The number of Australian universities offering 
instruction in economics doubled from nine to nineteen (Groenewegen, 
1989: 101). The Australian economic historian, Noel Butlin estimated that 
between the years 1916 and 1947 some 5,000 persons graduated with an 
economics degree, the corresponding figure for the interval 1947-1986 was 
up tenfold  (1987: 2). Economics bachelor degrees rose from 6 percent of 
the total degrees awarded in 1930 to a peak of 12.5 percent by 1980. There 
was, in this period of expanding student numbers, a commensurate growth 
in the number of instructors. These were, then, the salad days for Australian 
economists. During the years 1968-1978 there was a boom in the hiring of 
academic economists with growth rates between 9 and 12 percent per 
annum (Gruen, 1979: 225). The profession embarked upon the greatest 
expansion in its numbers with many dedicating their expertise to the public 
service. Today there are still twenty-nine economics departments within 
Australian universities though only around twenty actually offer a three 
year economics degree with the others working with, or incorporated 
within, business schools.  
Ray Petridis found that an economics degree was the principal or 
‘generalist’ form of graduate qualification into the Australian public service 
(1981: 409). The fact that economists occupied the top positions within the 
Australian public service and wanted to replicate themselves entrenched the 
selection bias in graduate recruitment. The degree regimen in the post 
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World War II period became ‘more technical and 
specialised…Americanised and more attuned to rational maximising 
behaviour. Increasingly, this training seemed to prefer efficiency to 
humanity’ (Butlin, 1987, 2). Groenewegen (1995, 6) dates this 
‘Americanisation’ of Australian economics from the late sixties onwards. It 
was later argued, somewhat controversially by the sociologist Michael 
Pusey that this pattern of training and hiring of economists bore a 
significant influence upon government policy. Pusey (1991) specifically 
argued that economists within the central federal policy-making agencies 
were the force majeure behind the economic transformation Australia 
underwent in the last twenty years of the 20th century. But it was at this 
time that the decline in economics education in Australia accelerated even 
when the economy benefited from the application of neo-liberal economic 
reforms. 
Philosophically Australian economists might accept that while there 
are fewer economics students those who remain are more committed. In the 
past economics has been strong enough to shrug off challenges to its 
legitimacy and many might feel that, as in America, the current lapse in 
popularity will pass, possibly even with the assistance of corrective market 
forces. In the antipodes however there is now well established regret 
among economists that the profession has had its golden days in terms of 
student numbers. It is true, of course, that students are doing some 
economics in a myriad of business and commerce degrees but the 
economics degree per se has diminished in number though not in weight. 
 
 
3. TRENDS IN AUSTRALIAN ECONOMICS DEGREE 
ENROLMENTS 
While the problem of student uninterest in economics became 
apparent in the Anglophone countries in the nineties the latest evidence 
from Siegfreid is that, in America, at least, the problem has been 
overturned. There has been a 15 percent increase in American 
undergraduate economics majors since the turning point of 1996/97 when 
the decline in enrolments reached its nadir (Siegfreid, 2000). This might be 
attributable to instructors taking greater efforts at improving their teaching 
including innovations in instruction (Becker, 2004). By 2004 annual 
bachelor’s degrees in economics were 10 percent above their 1992 level 
(Siegfried, 2004). Margo and Siegfreid (1996) make reference to a mean 
reversion factor at play which seemingly allows economics to retain at least 
some 2.2 per cent of degrees awarded in America. No such process or 
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mechanism is at play in Australia. Recently Siegfreid (2006) presented the 
very latest American higher education data suggesting that the loss in 
economics majors in the early 1990s has now been entirely reversed. Again 
this is not being matched in Australia. 
The problem of falling economics enrolments within Australia first 
came to attention in the mid-nineties. Millmow (1995) identified the local 
dimension from a business school perspective where economics majors had 
to compete closely with other majors. Quantification of the problem began 
using, first, higher education numbers of enrolments at ten economics 
degree-awarding universities (Millmow, 1995). It was quickly followed by 
a survey of the Heads of Economics departments to work out the precise 
fall in the student load (Lewis and Norris, 1996). The latter study, 
sponsored by the Economic Society of Australia, found a decline in 
undergraduate economics degree enrolments of 13 percent from 1991 
through to 1996 which was in graphic contrast to a 40 percent increase in 
business degree enrolments over the same period. 
John Siegfried and David Round (2001) identified an upturn in four 
countries, including Australia, since 1996. Using a sample of fourteen 
universities they showed that enrolments in Australian economics degrees 
enjoyed a recovery in numbers of some 18 per cent between 1996 and 
1998. This was a brief respite; a longer term perspective tells a different 
story. Using the latest federal government higher education statistics Table 
1 provides a fifteen-year snapshot showing that economics degrees have 
been consistently slipping as a percentage of total undergraduate degrees in 
Australia. The classification of degrees by institutional category is also 
reported. The data of enrolments shows evidence of relative decline for 
economics if one takes three-year moving averages of the data. For 
instance, for the years between 2002 and 2004 the percentage share of 
students studying economics averaged out at 1.37 percent. In contrast, for 
the period 1990 to 1992 the average percentage share of economics degree 
enrolments was 1.85 percent. This data corroborates earlier findings by 
Millmow (2000), who found that while the Australian undergraduate 
student population had increased by 70 percent in the decade from 1989 to 
1999 enrolments in undergraduate economics in Australia experienced a 
much smaller increase of 11 percent.  In the Australian undergraduate 
student population the percentage share of those taking a degree in 
economics fell from 2.5 percent in 1989 to 1.6 percent in 1999 (Millmow, 
2000). By 2004 the three year moving average figure derived from Table 1 
had fallen to 1.37 percent.  
There is an added dimension to the data set. Enrolment of females in 
undergraduate economics courses, as Table 1 shows, consistently hovers 
around 40 percent. However, much of the  increase in Australian 
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undergraduate enrolments centres upon females. Interestingly, enrolments 
of females rose from 21.4% in 1949 to 55.2% of all university students by 
2000 (DEST, 2005). By 2004 females represented 58% of enrolling 
students (DEST 2004a).  An obvious correlation exists between the 
direction of female enrolments and the direction of overall enrolments. If 
females decide against studying economics we can expect the proportion of 
all students undertaking an economics degree to fall further. Females might 
be resisting economics because the male dominance of the profession 
generates a perception that employment opportunities for women do not 
exist. Of course, if females do not study economics it merely perpetuates 
the male dominance within the profession.  By appealing to females, 
economics could effectively tap into the largest sector of the undergraduate 
student population. The reluctance of females to study economics gives 
weight to those who attack mainstream economics on specifically gendered 
grounds (Ferber and Nelson, 1993).    
If the decline persists we will see the continued diminution of 
economics within academe and the shrinkage of the once imperial 
discipline into slumbering irrelevance. We might also see economists 
displaced or, more likely, reincarnated as business academics. Maxwell 
(2003) identified some shrinkage in the pool of academic economists due to 
the changing preferences of students. Some Australian university 
economics departments have lost their autonomy having been merged into 
other mega departments or incorporated into a business school. 
Some economists are reluctant however, to think there is anything 
fundamentally wrong. They believe the problem of falling popularity is just 
a cyclical one that will be rectified by market forces; that is, the relative 
attractiveness of pursuing an economics career will improve. This faith is 
under some scrutiny with the report that private sector economists have 
apparently recorded the fastest wage rise of any occupation from 1986 to 
2005 (Macken, 2006). Those who do not entirely trust that market forces 
will bring back the students advocate curricula reforms aimed at bringing 
economics back into contact with reality. 
It is quite plausible that secondary school enrolments in economics 
might be a useful forward indicator of those likely to study economics at 
university. Moreover, lack of preparedness for economics study at 
university level may be behind the figures showing many students neither 
enjoying it nor achieving good grades at university (Lodewijks, 1998). In 
Australia, students are exposed to economics only in the last two years of 
their schooling. Over the last decade there has also been a sea change in 
secondary school student preferences towards undertaking business 
subjects rather than economics (Millmow, 2003; Searle, 2004). It is 
possible that the popularity of business subjects at secondary schools is one 
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of the key factors behind the relatively static numbers undertaking 
economics at university. There has been a very graphic decline in 
economics education. In the state of Victoria the number of final year 
students undertaking economics fell from 14 percent of total students in 
1992 to 6 percent by 2001. Over the same period, enrolments in business 
management rose from 7 percent to 23 percent of all students (Millmow, 
2003: 128). In many Victorian schools economics has been taken off the 
subject availability list. Out of sight quickly becomes out of mind. Searle 
(2004) reports similar findings for secondary schools in Queensland. These 
shifts in student preferences will probably mean that in the future, the 
supply of teachers tutored in economics will drop off because it is seen as a 
dead end.  
  
4. COUNTERING DECLINE 
There has been much debate in Australian university economics 
departments about the palpable decline in student interest in the subject. 
There has been much discussion about the reasons for the decline in student 
interest in the subject. Usually the blame is laid at the rise of business and 
management education which, all told, exerts a lower academic price - in 
terms of grading and difficulty of syllabus - upon its clients than say an 
economics degree (Siegfreid, 2001). Economics is often perceived by 
students as a boring, abstract and difficult elective or course of study.  
Recent research by Millmow and Bookallil (2006) discovered that 
vocationally-driven students, particularly females, could not readily see 
how an economics degree could lead on to employment opportunities. To 
many students the prevailing mindset was that doing economics did not 
mean a job at the end of the day.  They opt for a more employment-
enhancing business degree. 
This information asymmetry could be easily addressed by career 
advice and, in terms of the latter aspect, a teaching strategy that engages 
young women. The rigor and perceived relevance of the subject content is a 
matter of course design. Economics instructors could, for instance, 
emphasize the artistic, intuitive and literate aspect of economics before its 
technical side. Moreover, providing very visual role models, by actively 
encouraging females into the teaching of economics at university level, 
may be a practical step to encouraging more females to read economics 
(Alford, 1998).   
 Many Australian economists now find themselves working within a 
business school setting and are primarily responsible, and primarily 
dependent upon, offering service subjects like the first year twins, micro 
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and macro. Second and third year electives, if they are still offered, rarely 
attract a quorum.  Boutique subjects will not last unless they can attract 
higher numbers of students. More generally, for economics units to survive 
in a business school setting they had to tie in with a real world orientation. 
This intramural conflict between economists and business academics is the 
unspoken dynamic within some business schools with the former fighting a 
rearguard action to preserve their position. The great irony here is how 
mainstream economics, renowned for its social science imperialism when it 
came to methodology, scope and content, now rides on the coat-tails of the 
boom in management education. However the young Turks of the business 
school sometimes see no reason to save economic electives from 
extinction. 
There is perennial pressure too at every review of the business course 
curricula to conflate micro and macro into a one semester unit thereby 
freeing up space for business academics to assign students to one of their 
electives. The practice confuses more than it simplifies with students 
emerging with only a shallow understanding of economics (Guest and 
Vecchio, 2003). The fact that their students never do particularly well at 
first-year economics merely fuels their case to wrestle more of the 
curriculum from the economists. One way of countering this mindset is to 
highlight the interrelations between economics and other business 
disciplines.  If first-year economics subjects can be used as marketing tools 
as Alauddin (2002) suggests then business school staff may become aware 
of and appreciate the benefits of economics for the business graduate. 
Another formal response by Australian economists when the 
problem of falling enrolments first became apparent was to organize annual 
conferences upon teaching first-year economics. In that regard the 
Economic Society of Australia (ESA, 2004) in a study of nationwide 
teaching standards in economic instruction reported a significant degree of 
student dissatisfaction with the teaching they received from their lecturers. 
It concurs with earlier research by Guest and Duhs (2002) who surveyed 
students’ views on their experience with university economics. The other 
side of the coin was that the heads of twenty-nine economic departments 
perceived a decline in the quality of the students’ work (ESA, 2004). This 
might have been due to a general lowering of admission standards rather 
than poor course design or indifferent teaching. Like Becker (2004), 
Laurenceson (2005) attributes this to the explicit incentives placed before 
academic economists. In short, research scholarship rather than innovations 
in teaching rates more highly in the promotion stakes. 
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5. CONCLUSION  
This paper opened by contesting the notion that economics degree 
enrolments were recovering in Australia as they have in America. Indeed 
the latest higher education statistics suggested that economics degree 
enrolments are still in relative decline. This is despite Australian 
economists devoting more resources towards improving the effectiveness 
and attractiveness of their courses. Part of that concern about the relatively 
static enrolments in economics within Australian universities focuses upon 
how it is not tapping into the largest part of the undergraduate student 
population. Demonstrating where economists are likely to be employed 
could spark student interest, particularly amongst young women. Australian 
economists have also to be aware that business students come to first year 
classes without any prior exposure to economics. Finally, economists need 
to show clearly to their rather cynical business school colleagues the 
interaction and symmetry of economics with their disciplines.  
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Table 1: Domestic Undergraduate Student Enrolments in Economics within Australia 1990-2004.  
 










1990 040301 Economics - General 3,849 2,235 6,084 36.74%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 324 165 489 33.74%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 
9 6 15 
40.00%   
 040399 Economics - Other 
605 241 846 
28.49%   
 Total (a) 4,787 2,647 7,434 35.61% 382,784 1.94% 
1991 040301 Economics - General 
3,713 2,255 5,968 
37.78%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 382 197 579 34.02%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 
14 6 20 
30.00%   
 040399 Economics - Other 
736 446 1,182 
37.73%   
 Total (a) 4,845 2,904 7,749 37.48% 413,995 1.87% 
1992 040301 Economics - General 
3,443 2,111 5,554 
38.01%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
440 229 669 
34.23%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 
11 11 22 
50.00%   
 040399 Economics - Other 
720 446 1,166 
38.25%   
 Total (a) 4,614 2,797 7,411 37.74% 423,242 1.75% 
1993 040301 Economics – General 
3,841 2,442 6,283 
38.87%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
472 236 708 
33.33%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 
10 5 15 
33.33%   
 040399 Economics – Other 
660 470 1,130 
41.59%   
 Total (a) 4,983 3,153 8,136 38.75% 426,599 1.91% 
 














1994 040301 Economics - General 
3,640 2,169 5,809 
37.34%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
497 239 736 
32.47%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 9 7 16 43.75%   
 040399 Economics - Other 
541 386 927 
41.64%   
 Total (a) 4,687 2,801 7,488 37.41% 430,761 1.74% 
1995 040301 Economics - General 
3,425 2,131 5,556 
38.35%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
444 239 683 
34.99%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 15 7 22 31.82%   
 040399 Economics - Other 
575 423 998 
42.38%   
 Total (a) 4,459 2,800 7,259 38.57% 437,565 1.66% 
1996 040301 Economics - General 
3,219 2,107 5,326 
39.56%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
403 223 626 
35.62%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 16 12 28 42.86%   
 040399 Economics - Other 
673 484 1,157 
41.83%   
 Total (a) 4,311 2,826 7,137 39.60% 453,863 1.57% 
1997 040301 Economics – General 3,821 2,621 6,442 40.69%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
371 235 606 
38.78%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 
15 13 28 
46.43%   
 040399 Economics – Other 
806 572 1,378 
41.51%   
 Total (a) 5,013 3,441 8,454 40.70% 466,616 1.81% 
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1998 040301 Economics – General 
4,002 2,613 6,615 
39.50%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
331 181 512 
35.35%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 18 10 28 35.71%   
 040399 Economics – Other 
609 523 1,132 
46.20%   
 Total (a) 4,951 3,324 8,275 40.17% 473,770 1.75% 
1999 040301 Economics – General 
3,939 2,688 6,627 
40.56%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
308 160 468 
34.19%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 95 67 162 41.36%   
 040399 Economics – Other 
642 574 1,216 
47.20%   
 Total (a) 4,965 3,479 8,444 41.20% 478,067 1.77% 
2000 040301 Economics – General 
3,069 1,934 5,003 
38.66%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
328 131 459 
28.54%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 155 89 244 36.48%   
 040399 Economics – Other 
941 894 1,835 
48.72%   
 Total (a) 4,472 3,037 7,509 40.44% 477,002 1.57% 
2001 040301 Economics – General 714 527 1,241 42.47%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
3,702 2,505 6,207 
40.36%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 
7 2 9 
22.22%   
 Total (a) 4,423 3,034 7,457 40.69% 520,221 1.43% 
 














2002 040301 Economics – General 
493 314 807 
38.91%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
3,659 2,405 6,064 
39.66%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 8 2 10 20.00%   
 Total (a) 4,160 2,721 6,881 39.54% 531,527 1.29% 
2003 040301 Economics – General 
398 231 629 
36.72%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
4,405 3,086 7,491 
41.20%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 
11 4 15 
26.67%   
 Total (a) 4,813 3,319 8,132 40.81% 529,403 1.54% 
2004 040301 Economics – General 
375 243 618 
39.32%   
 040302 Agricultural Economics 
3,765 2,375 6,140 
38.68%   
 040304 Economic Statistics/Econometrics 
14 4 18 
22.22%   
 Total (a) 4,154 2,621 6,775 38.69% 525,505 1.29% 
c. The data takes into account the coding of Combined Courses to two fields of study. As a consequence, counting both fields of study for Combined Courses means that the total may be less than the sum of all fields of education.   
Field of study classifications included are: 040301 - Economics - General, 040302 - Agricultural Economics, 040304 - Economic Statistics/Econometrics, 040399 - Economics - Other. 
Source: DEST Higher education statistics 1990-2004 
 
RFI No.: 05-179 
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